
t\
t

L}
s

3
J

r

easel Words: The Art of Saying Nothing at All
Wllrnv Lurz

William Lutz u,as born in 1940 in Racine, Wisconsin. Ar emeritus pro-

fessor of English at Rutgers Universitl' at Camden, Lutz holds a Ph.D.

in Victorian literature, linguistics and rhetoric, and a lau' degree fiom
the Rutgers School of Lau,. Lr.rtz is the author or coauthor of numer-

ous books having to do t'ith language, ir-rcluding Webster's New World

Thesaut'us (1985) and The Cnmbridge The-raarus of Atnerican English

(199+). Considered an expert on language , Lutz has u'orked l'ith manv

corporations and goYerumcnt agencies to promote clcar, "plain" En-

glish. A member of the Pent-rsr,h,ania bar, he u'as au'arded the Pennsvlva-

r-ria Bar Association Claritr, Ar,vard for the Promotion of Pltrin Englisl-r in
Legal Writing itr 2001.

Lr-rtz is best hnorvn fbr his series of books on "doublespeak"', D011-

blespeah: Frotn Revenwe Enbonceruent to Terruinol Liting (.1989), The

I{etr Doublespeok: Wh,t No One l{nows Whot Anyone's So,ting Anyvaorc

(1996), and Dowblespeah Defined: Cut Throtrgh the Bull**** ond Get to

the Poi.wt (\999). Lutz edited the Qtarterll, flevignt of Dou'blespe o/z from
1980 to 1994.

Tl're term d.owblespeak comes from the Nelvspeak vocabulary of
George Or',vell's n<>s,el. 1981. It refbrs to speech or r'vriting that pre-

sents f\\ro or mort: contradictorv ideas in such a $'aY that an unsuspecting

audience is not corrsciouslv arvare of the contradiction and is likel.v to be

deceir,ed. As chair of the National Council olTeachers of English's Com-

mittee on Public Doublespeak, Lutz has been a i.r'atchdog of public offi-
cials ar-rd busiless leaders rvho use languagc to "mislead, clistort, deceir-e ,

inflate, circumt ent, and obfuscate." Eirch Year the committee Presents thc

Oru.ell Arvards, recognizing thc most olltragcolrs uses of public double-

speak in go\rernlnent and business.

In the follou'ing excerpt from l-ris book Doublespeah, L:utz' reveals

some of the u,avs that advertiscrs use langutrge to implv great tilings about

products and services rvitl-rout plomisir-rg ani'thing at all. With consid-

erable skill, adycrtisers can procluce acls that tnake us believe a certailt

product is better than it is u'itirout Llctualhr lving about it. Lr'rtz's rvord-b-v-

rvord anal,vsis of advertising claims rcr,eals horv n-risleading-ancl ridicu-
lous-these slogans ancl clain'rs can be.

WRITING TO DISCOVER: lmogine whot it would be like if you were suddenly

tronsported to o world in which there were no odvertisements ond no one trying

to sell you o product.Write obout how you would decide whotto buy.How would

you learn about new products? Would you prefer to live in such o world? Why or

why not?
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\\'ll.ll (l(x's "l,l.,t " rrrr ,rr- lr n Innlrl( ',. ()tl(' ltottt', ottc tl.ryf Whllt is flst to
()l)cl)cl's()n(,lnl)( \r'r\'',lo\\ lo,ltlollrt't'. ll:lstislrtl<lthcr\\'clrscl word.

Atl tl,rirrrr rrrrn1,, "l1t'l;r",rr( ,rrrl()rltt thc ttr<lst p()PLllar ads. Onc says,

"liclps l<ct'p vorr 1'orrrr,, looliittg," Irtrt thcn a lot of things will help keep you
y()r.ur1r looliirrl\, irr,'lrrtlirrs c\crcisc, rcst, good nutrition, and a facelilt. More
inrportirnlll,, tlris rttl tlocsn't sly thc product will keeP ),ou yollllg, only "lroung
loohing." Sorrrconc llray look voung to one persolt and old to another.

A toothpaste ad says, "Helps prevent cavities," but it doesn't sa-v it will
actuaily pre\rent cavitics. Brr,rsl-ring your teeth regularll,, avcliding slrgirs ill
fbod, and flossing daily rvill also hclp prevent cavitles. A liqr,rid cleaner ad

says, "Hclps keep yeul home gern-r frce," but it doesn't say it actuall), kills
germs) nor does it even specify rvhich germs it might kill.

"F{elp" is sr-rch a useful lveasel r,vord that it is oftcn combined with other
action-r,erb u,easel r.vords such as "fight" and "control." Cousider the claim,

"F{elps control dandrr-rff symptoms with regular use." \Vhat does it really

sayl It ni[ assist in controliing (not eliminating, stopping, ending, or cr'rring)

the s!ruptltus of dandrufl, not thc cause of dandruff lror thc dandruff itself.

\\rhat are the symptoms of dandruffi The ad deliberately leaves that unde-

fined, but asslrme that the s,unptoms referred to in the ad are the llaking
and itching comrnonlv associated r,vith dandrufl. But just shampooing with
azy shampoo u,ill temporarily eliminate these symptoms) so this shampoo
isn't any dif-ferent from any other. !-inall1,, in order to bencfit liom this prod-
Lrct, yolr must use it regularly. What is "regular o.."-dnily, weeldy. hor,rrlyf

Using another shampoo "regularly" rvill l.rar,e the same effect. Nolvhere does

tl-ris advertising claim say this particular shampoo stops, eliminates, or cures

dandruff. In thct, this claim says nothing at all, thanks to all the r,vcasel r.vords.

Look at ads in magazines and ne\\rspapcrs) listen to ads on radio and

television, and 1r6s'li find the word "help" in ads fbr all kinds of products.
llou, often do you read or hear such phrases as "helps stop . . . ," "helps
()vcrcome...," "helps eliminate...," "helps You lbel . ," ot "helps
you look . . ."1 If yor-l start looking for this u,easel rvord in adver[ising,
you'll be amazcd at how oftcn it occLlrs. A.nal1r7s the claims in the ads

using "help," anci you rvill discover that the se ads are really sxving t.rotl-ring.

There arc plcnt.v of other lvetrsei tvords used in advcrtising. In fact,

there arc s() u)rln\1 thrrt to list tl.rern all would fill the rest of this book. But,
in orclcr to idcrrtil\, tltc tlrttblcspeak of adr,ertising and understand the real

nrcr-rr-rir-rg ol'rrrr rrtl, \'ou lt;tt't' lo bc r'tu,rtt'c oltl-re r-r-rost popular weascl words
in irrlvcrt isirrc I otl,t\',

Virtually Spotlerr

( )ttc ol' lltt' tttr tll 11 r11 r=t lrtl tr t ,t',t'l tr ottls is "r'irltllrlllr," a u'ord so

irrrrrxt'rtl llt,tl tttr)\l lx'rllllt- rl,,tt'l l,,l\',rll\ ,lll('llliott tt> it lvhcrl it is nsed

irr,rn,rrllct'lisirr1l rl,ttttt llttl rralrlt nttl "\'tttrr,rllt'" is ttst'tl ilr rrdvct'tisirlc

rl,rirrrr tlr,rl ,r1,1,r'.tt lo ltt,tlrc rprrilir, rlt ltttttr Itontiscs it'ltt'tt lltct'c is tttr

WEASELWORDS

c)ne problem advertiscrs havc ll,hcr.r they 11y to r'orryirrr..t. 1,rrr t6trt llrc
product thev are pushing is really diflbrent lionr orlrcr', sirrril.rrl pr.6tlucts is
that their claims are subject to some larvs. Not a lot of:l:rrvs, br-rt thcre ,rrc
some designed to prevent fi'audulent or Lrntruthful claims in advertisi.g.
E'en during the happy years of nonregulatio, under president Ronard
Reagan, the FTC did crack dorvn on the more blatant abuses ir.r advertis-
ing claims. Ge.rerally speaking, ad'ertiscrs have to be careful in wl-rat they
sav in their ads, in the claims they m.ks for the prodlrcts they acl'ertise.
Parity claims are safe because thcv are legal and supported by anumber of
collrt decisions. But beyo.d parity claims there arc rvcasel *,ords.

Advertisers use weasel u,ords to appear to be maki,g a clai,-r for a
product when in fact they are maki,g no craim at ail. wJaser rvords get
their namc from tl-re r,r.ay r,veasels eat the eggs they find in the nests of other
animals. A r.veasel r'vill make a small hole in trre egg, suck out tl-re insicles,
the, place tl're egg back in the nesr. only r,vhe. tl"r. cgg is examir-reil closell,
is it found to be hollow.. That's tl're lvay it is witl'r ,u.ir.l rvords i, advertis-
i.g: Exarnine r'veasel words closely and you,ll find tl-rat they,re as hollor^. as
any egg sucked by a r.r,easel. Werr.sel words appear ro sa).oric thing rvhen in
fhct they say the opposite, or nothing at all.

"Help"-The Number One Weasel Word
The biggest rveasel rvord used ir-r ad'ertising doubrespeak is .,herp.,,

Norv "hclp" only r1sn.r to aid or assist, nothing ,ro... It does not mean to
conquer) stop, elimi,ate, end, soh,e, heal, cure) or a,ything else . But once
the ad says ((help," it can say just about anytrring ,ft.i tlrrib..ause .,help,,
qualihes e'erything corning eticr it. The trick is that the claim rhat comes
after tl"re weasel u,ord is usually so strong and so dramatic that yor_r forget
thc r.vord "help" and concentrate only on tl-re dramatic claim. you read
i,to the ad a message that the ad does not contain. More importantly, the
;rdvertiser is not responsible for the claim that you read into the ad, even
thor-rgl-r the advertiser \\rrotc the ad so y6p would read that claim into it.

The next time yoll see ar-r ad for a cold medicine that promises that it
"helps relie'e cold sy,-rptoms fast," clon't rush out to br.ry it. Ask yourself
rvhat this claim is really saying. Remembcr, ,.help,, means only ihat thc
medicine will aid or assist. what will it aid or assisr in doi'gf whli ..relie'c",

)'our cold "symptoms." "Relieve" only means to ease) aller..iate, or n-ritig;rtc,
not to stop, end, or cllre. Nor does the claim say how r.r.ruch rclic,ingthis
medicine will do. Nor'r4tcre does tl.ris t.rcl clain-r it r,vill ctrrc irrrvl lrirrq. In fircr,
the ad doesn't even clair.r.r it u,ill da aulrthins rrt rrll. 

,l,lre 
,r,l ,rrrlr, ,.l,rirrrs rlrrrt

itwill aid ir-r rclieving (not crrrirtg)\,orrr coltl s)/n,tplorrrr, u.lrir lr .rrr. lrlolrrhlv
a rtlllll)/ n()Sc, \\,lrtct'\1 cycs, luttl;r lrr.,ttl:rt.lrt.. Irr otlrr.r \\nll,,, t1,,,, r,,,.,1i,i,,..
pr.blrblv c.ttl.rirrs:r sr:rntl;rrtl rlt't,rrr,,t.sl,rrrr ,trrrl r,nr( ,r,ilutl llt tlr. rr,r\,,
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promisc. Aftcr lll, r,vhlt tlocs "vi|luillly" lrrt.,rrri ll iltr,rl|,, "ilr (.,\(.n((. ()t.

effect, although not in firct." I-ook rlt lhrlt tlclirritiorr .u,,.rrrr " \'ir.r rrrrlly"
means notirufact. It does n.ltt11citt1 "alnrost'" or'"jrrsl ,rlrorrt tlrt.srrrrrc rrs,"
or anlthing else. And befbre you disrniss all this c()l)ccln ovt'r'srre lr a srurrll
word) remember that small words can have big ccrnsctlrrcnecs.

In l97I a federal court rendered its decision on a case bxrught by a

woman who became pregnant while taking birth control pills. She sued tht:
manufacturer, Eli Lilly and Company, for breach of rvarranty. The woman
lost her case. Basing its ruling on a statement in the pamphlet accompanying
the pills, which stated that, "When taken as directed, the tablets offer virtu-
ally 100 percent protection," the court ruled that there was no warranty,
expressed or implied, that the pills rvere absolutely effective. In its ruling,
the court pointed out that, according to Webstels Thr,d New Inteynational
Dict'iottary, "virtually" means "almost entirely" and clearly does not mean
"absolute" (Whittington v. Eli Lilly antl Cotropany, 333 F. Supp. 9B). In
other words, the Eli Lilly company was really saying that its birth control
pill, even when taken as directed, d.id. not i.nfocfprovide I00 percent protec-
tion against pregnancy. But Eli Lilly didn't want to put it that way because
then marry women might not have bought Lilly's birth control pills.

The next time 1.6111 see the ad drat says that this dishwasher detergent
"leaves dishes virtualll, spo,1"ss," just remember hor,v advertisers twist the
meaning of the weasel word "virtually." You can have lots of spots on your
dishes after using this detergent and the ad claim lvill still be true, because
what this claim really means is that this detergent does nor infactleave yot:ir
dishes spotless. Whenever you see or hear an ad claim that uses the word
"r,irtual11,," jr-rst translate that claim into its real meaning. So the television
set that is "virtually trouble free " becomes the television set that is not in fact
trouble free, the "virtually fbolproof operation" of any appliance becomes
an operation that is in fact not foolproof, and the product that "virtually
never needs service" becomes the product that is not in fact service free.

New and lmproved

If "new" is the most frequently used word on a product package,
"improved" is the second most frequent. In fact, the two words are almost
always used together. It seems just about everything sold these days is
"new and improved." The next time you're in the supermarket, try count-
ing the number of times you see these rvords on products. But you'd bet-
ter do it while yor-r're walking dou,n l'ust one aisle, otherwise you'll need a

calculator to keep track ofyour counting.
lustwhat do these words meanf The use of the word "l.rcw'" is rcstrictecl

by regulations, so an advcrtiscr can't just Lrsc thc worrl orr il [)r()c]Lrct ()r
in an ad without mcetiltg ccrtrrin rccllrircnrcnts. llol cr.rnrPlc.. rr Prodrrct
is considered ttcw for ltrout six rnonths tlrrirrpr, ,l n,ltiorr,rl ,rrlvt'r'tisirrg,
campaigr-r. If thc ltrrrdtrcl is lrcinq rrtlvt'r'lisctl orrly rrr .r lrrrrtlrl t( \t nlilt'l(('l

W1t![E ElWrr rlr ilrcAlt of Saylrrg Ntithtrrg atAll *19

.ttt'.t, lltt' r\otrl r,111 irr rr..r,l 1,,1qg,, r,.ll(l ll sorrtc insllttttt.s lrlts lrt.t.n ust.tl
Iol lts lr )n1,, .t\ l\\ l \ t ,1 ,,

Wltrtt ttt.tli,r",.l lltorlrrr I "lt( \\ "i Sorrrt'ltroclrrcts ltrrr,,c bccrr lrrourttl lirt..r III
lortu tirrrc, \,cl ('\'('t'\ ()n( (. lt .r rvlrrlc l,orl r-liscot,cr thlt thcy irrc bcing lltlvcr
lisccl rrs "lrc\\'." wcll, ,rrr rrrlvcrtiscr crrn cirll a product r-rer,r, if thcrc hrrs bccrr
"ir uratcrirrl lirrrctiorrrrl chrrngc" in the product. What is "a matcrial func-
tional char.rgc," yoLr askl Good question. In fact it's such a goocl clucsri()ll
it's being asked all the time. It's up to the manlrfacturer to prove tl-rat thc
product l-ras undergone such a change. And if the manufacturer isn't chal-
lenged on the ciaim, then there's no one to stpp it. Moreover, the char.rgc
does not have to be an improvement in the product. One manufacturer
added an artificial lemon scent to a cleaning product and called it "ner,v and
improved," even though the product did not clean any better than without
the lemon scent. The manufacturer defended the use of the u,ord ,.new,,

on the grounds that the artificial scent changed the chernical formula of thc
product and therefore constituted "a material functional changc.,,

Which brings up the lvord "improved." When used in adr.ertising,
"improved" does not mean "made better." It only mcans ,,changed,, or
"dif-fcrent fiom beforc." So, if the detergent rlaker pllts a plastic pour
spout on the box of detergent, the product has been "improved,,, and au.ay
rve go with a r,vhole new advertising campaign. Or, if the cere al maker adds
more fruit or a diffcrent kind of fruit to thc cereal, rhere,s an improved
product. Nor,v you know r.vhy manufacturers are constantly making little
changes in their products. Whole nerv advertising campaigns, designed to
convince you that the product has been changed for the better, are based
on small changes in superficial aspects of a product. The next time you see
an ad for an "improved" product, ask yourself r.vhat rvas \\/rong r.vith the
old one. Ask yourself just hor,v "improted" the product is. Finally, you
might check to see r.vhether the "improved" version costs more than the
unimproved one . After all, someone has to pav for the millions of dollars
spent advertising the improt ed prodr-rct.

Of course, advertisers really like to run ads that claim a product is
"nel and improvccl." W-rile what constitutes a ,,new,, product may be
subject to soutc rcutrlirtion, "ir.r.rprovcrl" is a subjcctivc judgment. A manu,
facturer chattgcs tltc slr:tPc ol'its sticli tlcodorrruf, lrtrt the shape doesn,t
improve thc lirrrctiorr ol'lltc tlr'orlor'.llrl.'l'lrill is, t'lr:rrrtrinq tl-re shape doesn't
irffcct tl-rc tlcotlot'izitttq,rl,iliti',rl lltt'rlt'otlor',rrrl, so tlrc nrrutufhcturer calls it
"itnprtx,ctl." AttoI ltct tn,ttrrrl,rt lur('r ,r(l(l\ .rnrrrroni,r to its lirlrrid clcancr lrtrtl
crrlls it "ttclr' rttttl itttptott'rl " \rrr, r' ,r,l,lrrr1', .l11llr)1i.1 tlecs riflcct tltc clcrlt-
ing rrbilitv <tl'llrc prorlttrl. tltr'tt'lt,t-. lrr'r'n,r "rrr.rlt'r'i.rl I'rrncti<lpll c[rrtrqe"
itt tltc Pt'otlttt'1, ,tttrl lltr' rn,rrrrrl,tr lllr I r,ln no\\ (,rll rls t.lc.urcl. "rtcu,"' rtnrl
"itttltrrtvctl";ts tt'r'll. Nrrtt llrr=ur=,r,ir'l \\,til\ "1(.\\ ,rrrtl irrrpr6r,crl" rrr.c

l)lilstet'c(l itll ot'ct'lltr'I,q1L,tgr',tttrl,ltr lllr l,,rrrr lor ,r rrrrrlritrrillirrrr rloll;rr.
lttl trttttPrtitltt. llrrt ,rllr't cit tttrrttiln llt rrlr,l "rr,.u" l,ill lr.rvc lo r,,o. rrrrlil
s()il1('()il('..,ur tl|t',rrrr ufr,q1q11ql1*t *ll,tttg, ilr llrr.1rr,,,lrr,l. l,r.r.lr,r1ls it rrill l,c
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addingcolortothclic;Lritl'orcltrtltuirtqtlrcslr'rPc,l lltt 1"r'l''tt"t',t l)l'lYl)('

adding a new driplcss P()Lll' s[)()tlt 
' 

()l' Pcl'llrrl)s rr .' l lrt" lllll)1,\ ( ll l( llts" rtl'c

endless. and so are thc ne\v irdvertisir-rg cll'rirlls lttltl crtlttP'ltt',tts
,,Ncw', is just too usefirl and po$,crfr.rl a rvorcl irr rrtlvcItisirrg lirr rrclVcr-

tisers to pass it r-rp easily. So tl-rey usc lveasel rvclrcls thlt srly "tlclt"'r'r'ithrlttt

really saying it. One of thcir favorites is "introducing," as ilr, "lntrodr-rcing

irrpi,ru.d iide,,, or ..Introclucing the stain remover." The first is simplv

,".ru.g, here's our improved soaP; the second, here's our neu' advertis-

ing c-ampaign for our dctcrgent. Another thvorite is "no\\'," as in' "Norv

th-cre,s Si,1&," wl-rich simply means that Sinex is available. Theu tl-rere arc

pl-rrases likc "Today's Cl-revro1et," "Presenting Dristan," and "A h'esh way

io ,rnr, thc day." The list is really endless because advertisers are alr'vays

finding llew ways to sav "new" lvithout really sayipg it. If there is a seconcl

edition of [m.v] book, I'll just call it the "ner,v aud improved" edition'

Woulcln,t y<tu'ically rather ha'e a "ncw and improrrcd" editicln of [my]
book ratl-rer thau a "second" editionf

Acts Fast
,,Acts" tlnd ,,rlrorl(s,, are ttvo popglar lrreascl rvords in advcrtising

because thcy bring action to tl-re proclttct.rnd to the advertising cl'.'rim'

\\4ren yor.r see the ia t". the cough s,yrllp that "Acts ott the cough control

centcr,,, ask yoursclf u,hat this cough s,vrup is clairnir-rg to do. well, it's just

clair-r-ring to ;,act,,, to do something, to perform an actio11. What is it that

the cou-gh syrup doesf The ad doesn't sa1'' l1 61lv clairns to perform an

action oi do something on.vour "cough control center." By the 
'va1,, 

u4rat

and urhere is your "cough control centcr"f I don't remet-nber learning

about thtrt part of the body in human biologv class'

Acls that use such phrases as "i1cts fhstr" "acts againstr" "acts to pre-

vent,,, alld the like are iaying cssentially nothit-rg, bccause "act" is a r'vord

.^piy of any specific meanir-rg. The ads arc ah'a\rs carcful not to specify

.*oa,iy rvhal "act" tl-re product perfbrms. lust because a brand of aspirin
' claims to "act fast" fbr headache relief docsn't mcan this aspirin is rrrl'

bettcr than any other aspirin. What is the "act" that this aspirin perftlrmsl

You're never tolcl. Maybe it just dissolvcs quickl.v' Since aspirin is r prritl'

prodllct, all aspirin is the samc and therefbre functions the same.

Works Like AnYthing Else

If you don't ltnd the u'ord "acts" iu an acl' )totl rvill probrrblv find thc

weasel \\,ord "urorks." In {irct, thc flvo rvords arc r-rltt-tost ilrlcre llrrrrccrrblc irl

advertising. Watch ottt fbr ecls tl.rat srry rr protlttct "rt'ot'lts ,r1',,rirrst," "u'orl<s

liker" "rvorks forr" rtr "lvgrks l<lttttcl'." As r'vitlr ",tt'1s," "tvollis" is lllt'srrlttt'

meaninglcss rrcrb uscr'l to ulrl<c )1()u lllil)l( tlrirl lliir 1tl,,,ltt, I tt'.tllv tlocs

solrcthirg, rrrrcl urrrybc cvcll s()nrc(lrirrg, spt't i,rl ()l lllll(lll(' llttl "tt'ot'lis'''

lil<c "rrcts," is lrrrsierrllt',t tvol'tl ('llll)lv ol;ttll' r|lr'ttltr lllr'llllllf!,

WlLtlAtgE=ryUfurt'r Th€Art oI teyrng l\srlrrrrl Er^r!

Lil<e Magic

WlrcrrcVcI it(l\'('l'lr\( t', \\.tlll \'()ll l() stoll tltinltiltq llllortt tlle Ptrttltttt

.rrrtl 1o stirt thiltl(in1l.rl,,,,,,s()trtt'tltitttl triggcr, bcttcr, ()f ll)()l'c illtf'I(tiVC

tlrrrn thc proc.luct, tlrcy Usc tl)itt t,.ry p,,pul"*etrscl wtlrcl "lil<c'"'l'ltc r'vortl

..likc,, is t'c ad''crtisc,ll, ..1,,irr1.,-rt',ri'a magiciarr's usc .l'tttistlit'c'ti.tl'

..l,ihc"' gcts yol-l t., igrror.ihe procluct-and concentratc ()ll tllc clrrinr tlrc

irc.lvcrtiscr is making about it. "for skin like peaches ancl crcat]l" clrrit.s t6c

rrrlfirraskincream.\\l-ratisthisadreallyclaiminglltdoesn'tsaythiscrcrlrll
rvill givc you peachcs-aud-cream skin' There is no verb in this cleirlr' so it

c6csr-r,t er,en mentio"^;;G thc product. Hor\, is skin ever like ",crrclrcs

...utcl cream,,f Remember, odi -rrib. read literall,v and exactly, accorclingi tr I

the dictionarv a.n-,itioi oi"".,tat' (Rernember 
i'r'irtuallv" in tl-rc L'li l'illy

case.) The ad is making absolutely no promise or claim u'hatsoever firr tlris

skin cream. If you thiik this cream win give y61v soft, smooth> yo'tl.rfirl

looking skin, you ".. 
tht one r'vho has read that meaning into the ird'

Tft lvinethat claims,,It's like taking a trip to France" wants y()r'l t()

trrink about..orr"r-raJ.vening in paris 
", 

yo.irvark along the borrl.'rrrtl

aftcr a r,r,onderful ,-rr.rt ir, 
",-, 

iiti-ut. little bistro. of course, yott tl,tt't

,."ffy U.fi.". that a rvine can take you to France' but the goal of thc rrtl is to

get yolt to think pttu""t, to-aniic.thoughts abottt France and not irlxrttt

1,o,, thc winc tastcs or horv cxpctlslve

it n-ra1, be. That little r'r'ord "like" has The word "like" is the

tahen you away from crushed grapes advertiser's equivalent of a

into a world of .vour own irnaginative magician's use of misdirection.
n.rakir.rg. Who knou's, meybe the. ncxt 

.

time you buy r,vine, ylttffin-ft tlrose pleasant tl-roughts rvhen yott scc this

brand of $dne, and ft'';trUtty it' Or'.rnaybe 'You 
\veren't.evcn thinkirlg

abor"rt bul,ing rvine ai all, but now you ,l:1.nrt*nt pick up a bottle the trcxt

,'i*. .uo.r;.. Ihoppi,lg' Ah, tht p"y.:: of "likc" in advertising'

FIou. about ah. il";f"-oirs ,,like,, claim of all, "Winston tastes go(xl

likeacigaretteshotrld,,IIgnoringt]rl.srammaticalerrorlrcre,youmightwlrrrt
ro know r,vhat this .taim ii sa)nn;.Wlietner a cigarette tastes good or bad is rr

strbjective iuclgrrlcrrt bcctluse \vhat tastes good to one person may 
-wcll 

tlstc

h,rriblc t. r,.r,r lrcr. N, ul.'*.1nr,l. likcs fried snails, even if they are called escirr-

*tt. (Dc lyustiltrts rtuir rst lisiutandur,r4, r,vhicl-r rvas probabl,v thc Romar] rltlc

lirr rrilvcr.tisirrg ., rr.ll ,rs li,rl tlcli'trtling thc games in the.Colosseum') Thcrc

rll'c l]]illl\/ 1-rcoPlc $'lt() s't\''rll ti1":r|t'ttcs trrstc tcrriblc' othcr pcople who s''ry

ottlv sotttc cig.ttcllr'r l'r"tt 'rll ri1''l'1' '"tt' still othcrs rvho say all cigarettes tastc

lrrxrtl. wlr()'s r,ipilttf I,.r'r'r \'||ll(" lr('(,lll\(' l,lsl(' is rl lllilttcr of personal judgmcrrt'

Mtlt.t.ttt,t't.. ttrrtt'lltt ll.'t ,ll lltt.(()|l(lili()l):ll'..sh<lttld',, Tlre cotrt

Plt'tc t'lrritlr i', "\Vrrrttt'rr l'l"lr " 1r','rrl ltl't 'r t i11'tlcttc shor'rlcl taste'" Iltlt

slr.,rtltl til'.,tlt'tlt'r t'itrt' Ht""lt '\1"''rtr' tlrrs is :l lllilttcl' of Pcrsonal juclg

tttcttl ,ttttl 1.r,,,t',,1'lr tlt'1'"'tlo 
"t'11l 

rrll rrll('\ t'rPct'ictlccs rvi1ll-s113kinS St"

tlrt.Wirrstrrtt .lrl tl n..,4,1, E.l\illg tll.ll \\/ttlr,lrrtl t.itlllt.cttcs arc just like lrry
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other cigarettc: Son'rc pcoplc lil<c tlrcrrr .uttl s.rttt' pr o;,lt ,l,rtt'1, ( )tt lltrtl
statement R. ]' Rcynolds ctltltltlctctl rt vcr')r stlc(c \lirl rrrrrllrrrrillitttr tlollrtr
advertising campaign that helpecl kccp Winston tlrc nunrl)( r' l\\'() scllitrg,

cigarette in the United States, closc behind ttuttrbcl' ottc, N4rtlllrotrr.

CAN IT BE UP TO THE CLAIM?

Analyzing ads for doublespeak requires that yor'r pay atterltion to every

word in dre ad and determine r,vhat each r,vord really means. Advertisers

try to wrap thcir claims in language that sounds concrete, specific, and

objective, u,hen in fact the language of advertising is anything but. Your
job is to read carefully and listen criticaliy so that r,vhen the announcer says

that "Crest can be of significant value . ." y., know immediately that this
claim says absolutely nothing. Where is the doublespeak in this adf Start
with the second word.

Once again, you have to look at what words really mean, not what you
think they mean or what the advertiser wants you to think they mean. The
ad for Crest only says that using Crest "can be" of "significant value." \Arhat

really throrvs you off in this ad is the brilliant use of "significant." It draws

yolrr attention to the word "value" and makes you forget that the ad only
claims that Crcst "can be." The ad doesn't say that Crest lsofvalue, only dlat
it is "able" or "possible" to be of value, because that's all that "can" means'

It's so easy to miss the importance of those little rvords, "can be."
Almost as easy as missing the importance of the r'vords "up to" in an ad.

These words are very popular in saie ads. Yor.r knor,v, the ones that say,

"Up to 50% Offl" Now, what does that claim mcanf Not much, because

the store or manufacturer has to reduce the price of only a few items by

50 percent. Everything else can be reduced a lot less, or not even reduced.

Moreovcr, don't you want to knor,v 50 pecent off of whatf Is it 50 percent

offthe "manufacturer's suggested list price," r,vhich is the highest possible

pricef Was the price artificially inflated and then reducedf In other ads, "up
to" exprcsses an ideal situation. The medicine that u'orks ".rp to ten times

faster," the battery that lasts "Ltp to twice as long," and the soap that gets

you "up to twicc as clean" all are based on ideal situations for using those

products, situations in which you can be sure you r'vill never find yourself.

UNFINISHED WORDS

Unfinishedwords are akindof"ttl-r to" claimin advertising. The claim thrrt

a battery lasts "up to tr,vice as loug" usually doesn't firlish thc cotttprtrison-
twice as long as lvl-ratf A birtl-rclay clr.rcllef A tartl< ol'1',rrsl A t ltt;r1r l)rlttcry
made in a colrntry not lt()tccl firr its tccl'rnokrg,icrtl itr'llit'r'r'ttt,'ttl.,)'llrt'irrrpli
cation is tl-rat thc battcry lrtsts twicc rrs long rts [rrtttct ir'r ttt,t,lt' l,\' olltt't 1r;tttcr]r

makcrs, <lr ttvicc irs kltq lts citt'licr rttorlt'l lrltllr'ttr'r ttt,t,l,' l,\ llr, 't,lrr'tlistt,

WlLLlAll LIJ?t ltild l r"r rlr I he At r of Saylng Nathlrrg rr All {2't

lrttl tltr'.trl tlot'srt'l rt',tllt'rtt,tl., llt,',, ,l.ttttts. \'ott l'clttl lltcsc clltirtls irtlo lltt'
,rrl, rrirlt'tl Irt'tlrc yisrr;tl ittt,tl',t. llt, .t,lit't list'l s9 crtrcltrllt'pr9r'itlcs.

Urrlirrislrctl lr,ortls rlcpt'tr(l ()lr \'orr to littish thctn, to provitlc tllc u'ol'tls

tlrc:rtlvcrtiscrs so thor-rglrtlirllv lcli orrt of thc trc1. Pall Mall cigrrrcltcs lvct'c

orrec :ttlvcrfiscr-l as "A longcr lirtcr lrtcl ntildcr smoke ." The clttcstiorl is, lotl
gcr, liner, rtncl n'rilder than wl.ratf 'l'l-re aspirin that claims it cotltrritrs "'l'u'icc .ts

rnuch of the pain relier.er doctors recommend most" doesu't tcll yotr lvhrlt

prrin rclio,cr it contains twice as much of. (By the 1v6', it's aspirirl' Tlrrrt's

right; it just contains tr.vice tl-re amount of aspirin. And horv mltch is rrvit:c

thc'.rmr>untf Tlr,ice of rvhat amountf ) Panadolboasts that "nobocll' redttccs

fcvcr fhster," but, since Panadol is a parity product, this claim simply lllcillls
that Panadol isn't any better than any other product ir-r its pariq' cli.rss.

"You can be sure if it's Westinghouse," you're told, but jr'rst exactly 
"vhrrtit is you can be sllre of is never mentioned. "Magnavox gives you m<>rc"

docsn't tell y6s u,hat you get more of. More valuef More televisionf Morc
than they ga\re you beforef It sounds nice, but it means nothing, until y()Ll

filI in the claim r'r,ith your own lr,'ords, dre words the advertiser didn't trsc.

Since each of r-rs fills in the claim diffbrently, the ad and the product crrtl

become ail things to all peoplc, and not promise a single tl-ring.

Unfinished u'ords abor-rnd in advertising because they apPsxl to prtltrlisc
so much. More importandy, they can be joined with por'verful visual imlgcs
on television to appear to be making significant promises abolrt a prodtlct's
ef-fectiveness without really making any promises. In a television ad, tl're es1.i

rin product that claims fast relief can shotv a person with a l-readache ttrkirlg

the product and then, in what appears to be a matter of minutes, claimirrg

complete relief. This visual image is far more powerful tl-ran anv clainl nr'.rcic

in r.rnfinished words. Indeed, the visual image completes the unfinishctl
u,ords for .vou, filling in with pictures r'vhat tl-re r'vords leave out. And yotr

thought that ads didn't affect you. What brand of aspirin do you usef

Some 1rsn1s ago, Ford's advertisements proclaimed "Ford LTD-
700 percent quieter." Now, rvhat do 1'ou think Ford rvas claimir-rg u'ith tl.rcsc

unfinished \\,ordsl \\41at was the Ford LTD quieter thanl A Cadillacf A Mcr-

cedes Benzl A llMwf Well, r,rfien the FTC asked Ford to substantiatc tlris

unfinished clairn, l''ord rcplierl tl-rtrt it n-rear-rt that the inside of thc LTI) wrts

700 perccnt rlrit'lt'r tlrrrrr tlrc <>rrtsitlc. Ho.,v clicl ,vou finish those unfirtishctl

rvorc-ls whcn ),otr lirst tr',trl lltt'tttl l)itl t'orr cvcl) c()ltlc close to Ford's t-t-tcl-tt-tillq)

COMBINING WEASEt WORDS

A lot ol .rrlr tlorr'l l,rll rrr,rtlr ilrln unr'r.rl( l',or'\'ot';tttotltct'ttt'e.tttsc tltt'\'
rrst.lt yly'icly ol rlillr'rt'rtl rlr r rr r',. rlttrl ttlt,l', I )tllt'tt'ttl ttr',tscl ttotrls itt't'olit'tt
,'6rrrlrirrctl l()11.1[(',l1 .trl rl.rltrr lltr.,l,ritrt,"(.lltt'Nl.rtcllivesr'ollt'ctttot't'
lrotl\', rrror.t'll,tt'o!," t1*'t illlllllirlltstl \lrrlrl'! ("lll,tl," tlr,rrr tt'lt,rtf),trttl.tlsrr
us('s\\rrlrlsllr,tl lt.ttt'ttu!llFrltitlllEdlllllE,t"l'1, l\",rrrrl "ll.rvor'") ,'\lorrp',rvrtlr

{{ )
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"trrstc" (rcrncnt[)cr tlrc Wirrston .rrl .rrrtl ils,l.rrrrr r, 11.,1, ,,,,,,, lr ,,lrorl\,.,

rrrtl "fllrr()r'" nlc.ilr r)o1l1j11q 1,,'..rrrs. llrr'il rrrr',r1rrr1,, r,,,1rrr, rr .rrr,1,, rrrr.. l1
yotl, "Lltld1"'ir-r c<tfllc lttight lr)ciul thicli, lrllcli, irlnr():,r lrrrt r r.llr r.. l,lrilt' I

rllight tilke it to mean a light brou'r.r, dclicrrtc c()fll.c. Norr, il \()1 llripl( \,()rr
rtnclcrstcxld that last sclttcncc) rcacl it rrgain, bec:rtrsc ir srrirl norlrilu ,rl6blcc
tivc valuc; it u,irs fillcd l'ith r.r,eascl u,orcls of n() spccitic nrcluill;: ..thick,,,
"Lrlackr" "bitter," "ligl-rt brotvnr" and ,,clelicate.,, 

F,l-rcl-r of tl-rosc n,<ircls l.ras no
sPecific, ot-rjective ntelt.tittg, bccausc eacl.r of us can interpret therrt diflbrcr.rtlr,.

Try this sloqar: "L.oks, srr.rclls, tastes Iike g.crL,ricl roast coflce.,, S..
are \/()u uou, going to bulr Taster,s Choice ir.rstant coflcc bccausc of tl.ris
aclf "Looks," "stnclls," and "tlstes" are alr rvorcrs lr,ith n<l specifrc r-1c.r1ir-r,l
lr.rd cicpc,cl on votlr interpretation of them fbr lr.ry rne,lnilc. Thel tltcre,s
that great u,casel norcl "like,,, u,l-rich sirnpll,sLtggcsts.r cor.n1-rarison but
cloes t-lot nlakc thc acrttal connection bctu,ce n the procluct lnd thc cluirlitr,.
Besides, do \<rlr knou, rvhat "srotrnd r()i.1st" c()ffbe isf I don,t. but it sure
sounds good. So, ()Llt ()f scr.en u,orcls in this ircl. fbur ar:c ciefir-ritc u,eascl
lvorc-ls, two are quite mceninelcss, ancl or-rh,one has clear meanir-rg.

Rcnre.nber thc A.r.cin nc[-((f11.icc as much of the plin rclie'er cl.c
tors rccomnlencl rlost"f rhere's e r,r,l-rolc lot of u,eascling going on in tl-ris
acl. First, u'har's thc pain rclier.cr thcv'rc talking about iir tni. 

"at 
Asprir.in,

of-course. L-r fhct,,rr-rV tine \'()g sec r,r hcrrr rrp acl usir-rg thgse q,orcls ..p..rir-r

rclievcr," yorr ciln ;trtcnraticallv substitutc the r;r,orcl 1.t-rspiril,, firr tl-rc1r.
(Makers of ircetantinophen ancl ibtrprofbn pirin relievers arc cmcfirl in thcir
advcrtisir.rs to iclentifu their proclucts as nonaspirir-r procl-rcts.) Se, nolv 1.c:
l<nou' that Ar-racin has aspirin in it. Moreovcr, r,r,e [urou, tl-r:rt Ar.rircir.r has flr,icc
ls rnuch aspirin in it, but u,c don't knot,tll.icc as r-puch as u,hat. L)oes it fiayc
tu'icc irs ntuch aspirin as:rn orcliuarv rrspirin tabletf Ilso, I,vl.rlt is an ordinirrv
aspirin tablct, and hou,much aspirin cloes it containf 'l-u.ice as much as Ercc:
clrin or Bufli:rinf Tr'r'ice as rnuch as ir c[rocolate cl'ri1-r cookici IJ.cr.nenrber th6sc
ur.rfinished u'ords lncl holv thcv leacl vou on u,ithout sa1,ir-rg ant thing.

Fir-rally,, u,hat irbotrt thosc cloctors u,,[ro lrc cloing ill that rec6n1-,-,clcl-
irrgf wl-ro irre thc\ri FIou. rnan1,of tl.rern arc thcref wrat kind of cioctors lrc
thel') Whirt are tl-reir qLralificationsl Wh<-r asked tl.reln alrout rccgr-r-rnrclclips
pait'r relicYersi W-r;rt t>tltcr ;l:rir.r rclievcrs clid they recon.rmcnclf Ancl tl.rcrc
are a r'l'hole lot morc qlrcstions abotrt this "poll" of doct()rs t() r,r,hich I,cl
like to knou,the ans\\rers) brrt \.olr get the poiut. S<tntetirnes, r,r,hcr-r I crtll
m1'cloctor, sl-rc tells ltlc to tal(c tn'o lspirin and call hcr of]lce in thc rtrorn
ing. Is th'.rt rl,I'rere Anacin got tl"ris irclf

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUTTHE READING

l. Wl-rat ltre u'clscl tr,<>rtlsi Hou,,.rccoltlinu. t() Lul/,,ii,l rlr, r r,, r tlrr.rr rr.rrrrt.f

2. Lttz is clrrctirl to illrrslllrrt t".r, lr ol rlrt. r'.rriorr., lrrr,r,. ,,r \\, r.., | \\,,r,1., rrirlr
crlntplcsol.rt'lrr,rlrrs.l1,.(..((iloss.rr.1:Itnrtrltl,,)\\'lrrr,1,,r1,,.,, rrrrl,l,.,,,ril,l
to his css.rt,f \\,'lrir lr ont.,,,1,, \r,rr lrrrrl rrro,,t r llr r tr, I 1,1,r,,

7.

\,,,,r,lttrr,, l() I rrl / rr lrl t i", 11' rlr. l'rl r'(',1 \\t.tst l rr,'t,l tt:t,l l)\' l(l\( t ll"( l"

t.i Sl lrr rrlr.tl rr,rr',,1,,,.rt lr, 11,tlr, lrr l)l(\(lll llltit Protltttlsttilllottl lttrttrt',

l(, Ir).ll\( 1rttltttists.llrr rttl .t, trt,rl 1,, r l,,t ttt.ttttt'i

\\'lrt is l,lr'lrrrt//t'.t 1,,trtr,trl.rrlt t'llLrltit rtc.lSCl u'ortl (10 I2)i \\tlrr (:lll 'l(l\(l'
list.r's qct .1r,rrv lith rrsirrq rror.tls tlr.rt litcr:illv tueiln tltc oppositc ol'rt lt.tt llltl

\\'.iltt 1() conVct'f

\Vlrt'rr .rrli,crtiscrs Lrsc thc rt,<:trd like, thcv oficrl crerrtc rr sirllilc '"Ajex clcrrlrs

/i/,'r' .r ri'lritc tornrtdo." (Cilossrrrr': Fiqures of'Spce clt) Whrrt, rrccortlitrg to LLttz,

is rlrc lrxi'cr of sirtriles in advcrtising (.22-21)? Expllin bv citirrg scvcrrll c\irrrr

plcs ol'r,orrr <xvn. r

Wlr;rt Liprls of clrriurs flt ir-rto l.utz's "unfit'tishecl 1'grcls" c'.ltcg()r\' (29 32)l

Wlrv erc thcv n'crrscls) lvhrt ltttkcs thct.t-t so cliflictrlt t() (lctcct:

Lrrtz uscs thc strirtcsy of'rlii,ision rrucl clrrssificltion to clcvcloP this cssrl\'.

((il<rssrrrv: Diyision nnd ClossiJicarloz) Explein l-rol'he uses this stratcg)'. Why

tlo r,oLr sLtpposc Lutz f'clt thc rtcecl t() crcrte the "(lolubining lVcascl W<rrtls"

cirte !l()r\,f l)ic1 thc heaclings iu thc essl, help I'or-r fbllou- his cliscttssiorll Wh:rt

urrulcl bc lost hld hc trot inclltclctl thenrf

LANGUAGE IN ACTION
Sclect one evc catchi'rg'.rclvcrtisct'cnt fitrt-tl a nlag'.rzinc. Atlahtzc thc tcxt
of the '.r11, icler-rtih'ing rruv rvords tl-rat Lutz rvoulcl dcscribe ls lr'clsels.

Hr>u, tlocs lccoguizir-rg such lrruguage ;rffcct yottr irnprcssion of thc prod

ruct bcin!! irdvertisec-lf Wh.It $rottlcl happen to the tcxt of thc ac1 il thc

n,crscls rvere clintiultcdi Shuc vortr atlalvsis u'ith othcrs in votLr cl:rss.

WRITING SUGGESTIONS

I. (lhrtosc s()nlcthiltg th..rt \r()u ou,r'r ltnd likc-e trtotttttaill bikc, a (11) or DVI)
cgllcction, lugg:rgc, I cor-nfbrtlblc sofir, ir stcreo, ()r tll\,thiu!! e lsc thrrt vorr

rtrc glrrcl votr bolrght. Imlqinc that t,ou r-tcccl to scll it t<t r'lise st>t.t.tc ttlottt't

firr rr spccirrl l'cckcntl, urcl to clo so vcu ncet'l to aclvcrtisc orl rrlclio. Writc

copy lirr-rt .30 st'corrtl .rtlvcrtising sP()t ill n'hiclt vou trl'to 'cll \'ottt-itcrll'
Ilclrrtlc .r slot',.rrr or rrr.rlit' rrp .r pt'otirtct ttrrtltc rttltl ltsc it il'l thc lrt1. l'hctl rr rit,'

rr slt6r.l t.ss.r\ ,t1,,)1t \,,lrr ,r,l irr rrlri,lr lott tliscLtss thc fcrtttrrcs of'thc itcrrr

vorr tlrost l.Irulrlrllrt tlr, l.rrrr,,rr.tr,,, \,,tt ttst,l lo ttt:tl<c it stltttltl .ts:t1l1rc.tlillt.'.

.ts Possilrlr',.rrrrl lr,,\\ \,,Ir '1,,,'.1,,,rr rr.rrrr( rrr,rl.ts lltc ilLlvcftiscl))cllt Ill()l(
rtr, tttot.tI,I,



426 LANGUAGE AND ADVERTISING

3.

techniqlles to its product,s adr.antage! Based on your anal,vsis, u,rite an essa,v

about the advertising strategies companies use \r'hen in head-to-head com-

petition r'r,ith the products of other companie s'

Look at several issues of one popular lvomen's or men's magazine (such

as Cosruopolitan, Vogue, Elle, Glatnoar, Sports lllwstratetl', GQ Playboy' Car

ond Driier, Field &;d Strenru), and analyze the adr,ertiseme'ts thel' contain.

What fi,pes of products or sert'ices are advertisedf Which ads caugirt )'our

eytl wi'yl lre tt-'e ads macie up primarill' of pictures' or do some have a lot

oi- te*ti Do you derect any relationship be*,een the ads and the editorial

content of the magazinef write an essay in rvhich you plesent the findings

of -your analysis.

ata.m4.rlrzrru. Aary.<errut : j
,-,"1:t 
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